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It was Sunday morning at church. The minister was making his last minute preparations for his annual stewardship sermon. Just before the service, a woman dropped by the pastor’s study and said, “Joe, I want you to meet my father. He stopped going to church because he said all the ministers seemed to talk about was money. I wanted him to come and hear you because you are different.” It so happened that this was Pledge Sunday, Budget Sunday. So the minister said to the woman, “Would you mind bringing him back next Sunday?”
 
Some of you have heard me say here before that the high point of every worship service is the offering. Why? At the offering we give ourselves to God; and a major symbol of our giving is money. Money represents our life energy—the work we do to produce income. At the offering we give back to God our life energy. 
 
We give to God’s work out of gratitude. When we come down the aisle today, bringing our offerings and pledges for the 2004 budget, we are saying thank you. Thank you, God, for the opportunity to give to your work! 
 
Years ago I listened to a university fund-raiser say that when a need is presented to a potential donor, and the donor feels a genuine connection to that need, they will inevitably thank you for the opportunity to give. Today when we bring our pledges, I hope we’ll be able to say, “Thank you for the opportunity to give to this church’s ministry.”
 
Giving involves money—and more. The central issue of giving is our own spiritual life. In this culture money is a god, and affluent living can lead to an illness called “affluenza.” This means that our spiritual health is tied to our giving. 
To be spiritually healthy, we give---out of gratitude. Generosity and health grow out of gratitude.
 
I’ve learned this lesson through a variety of experiences, including some adventures with my car. Many of you know that for 25 years I drove a 1974 yellow Volkswagen. It was a wonderful car, but at times I found myself beside the road in what they now call a “disabled vehicle.” Some of you have heard me tell the story of one of those times. 
 
One day I was coming back from visiting my parents in South Carolina, and I had just passed through Charlotte when my car died. It just quit. There I sat on the side of I-85 with traffic whizzing by. I had no car phone, so I sat and waited. In about 10 minutes a purple VW came screeching to a halt just in front of my car. A young man, a total stranger to me, got out and said, “How can I help?” I told him I didn’t know what was wrong, but it could be the fuel pump. 
 
He went back over to his car, rummaged through his back seat, and pulled out a fuel pump and a batch of wrenches. In 15 or 20 minutes he had replaced the fuel pump and cleaned out the gas line. He started the car and said, “I think it will be fine now.” I was elated, and I felt much gratitude, so I handed him a check. He said he didn’t want any money. I insisted that he accept the check, and I asked if he liked tomatoes. When he said yes, I reached in my back seat and handed him a sack of tomatoes from my father’s garden. We chatted, I thanked him and handed him a card with my name and the address of the church. 
 
The story did not end there. The next week in the church office, the financial secretary came to me and said that we had received a check in the mail signed by someone named “Sidney Hancock.” She asked if I knew him. I thought for a moment and said, “Yes! He’s the young man who was my Good Samaritan by the side of the road.” 
 
Sidney Hancock had sent a check to the church for double the amount that I had given him beside the road. When I called to thank him, I said, “This is an amazing gift.” He said, “Well, I wanted to give the money to your church. Maybe it will sow a seed that will grow.” I had goosebumps. Gratitude and generosity go hand in hand.
 
We give our pledges today out of gratitude for the moving of God’s Spirit in strange and wonderful ways. Have you noticed the way the Spirit has been moving in this congregation? 
Many people have commented recently about the lively energy among us. When you hang out here very long, you will see that this place is humming with vitality. The sense of community here, the connectedness we feel with one another, is compelling; many new members have joined us this year. Worship is vital, choirs are singing with joy and conviction. Children’s classes and youth groups are invigorating. We have been blessed to have Kelly Sasser join our staff, and Diane Hill has assumed a new position. We just concluded another successful fall bazaar. The passion for mission continues at the heart of our life. The Spirit is moving among us.
 
And today we come to the “gratitude table.” Out of gratitude, we have the opportunity to experience the delight, the excitement, the spiritual strength in giving. Giving is a sign of our aliveness. If we don’t use our giving muscles, they atrophy. When we give, we become stronger and more alive.
 
At a recent Baptist conference Tony Campolo urged the attenders to give generously to those in need. They had set a challenging goal for the offering. Campolo said, “Today we’ve got good news. The good news is that we have all the funds needed to reach this offering goal. The bad news is that it’s still in your pocket.” Likewise, we at Watts Street know that we have all the funds needed to reach our 2004 budget of $640,000. But at this moment, that money is still in our pockets. This thought prompts me to recall the famous quote from Sam Houston of Texas: “When I got baptized, my pocketbook got baptized too.”
 
The Ibo people of Nigeria have a proverb that says, “It is the heart that gives; the fingers just let go.” (From David Steindl-Rast, Gratefuless, the Heart of Prayer) Giving of ourselves and our money is something only the heart can do. With a heart open to God and open to each other, we should be able to over-subscribe this budget—out of joy and gratitude! 
 
This gratitude is modeled by the giving of the poor widow in Mark 12. Known as the story of the widow’s mite, this account has Jesus doing an odd thing. He is sitting in the temple watching people come down the aisle to give their money. It would be like Jesus sitting here on a stool by this table as we all file by and place our offering in the plates. We might feel a little uncomfortable with Jesus watching us. But---what if we felt so good, so positive about our pledge, our offering, that we would turn to Jesus and say, “Thank you for the opportunity to give to your work.”
 
Why in the world was Jesus so fascinated by watching a widow drop two copper coins into the temple offering? He had already seen lots of people giving large coins into the collection. But when he saw the poor widow, he called his disciples and said, “Come over here. I want you to see this. Here is a poor widow who has given more than all the other people. All of the others have given out of their riches, their abundance, but she has given out of her poverty.”
 
Ordinary thinking would say, “Come on, lady, you’ve got poor judgment. You’re being impractical. 
You need to keep that money for yourself. You may be depriving your family of something they need.” We know that in the economic system of that day, there was no such thing as a rich widow. Widows were in the same category as orphans. They were totally dependent. Yet she gave all she had.
 
Jesus praises the widow, not for the amount of her gift. He seems to assess her gift by a different standard: After we give today, how much do we have left for ourselves? Is our giving sacrificial? Is our giving at least a tithe of all we have? (From Mary Anderson, Christian Century, November 1, 2003)
 
It may be that Jesus is telling us that lower income people are more generous. It may be that in living closer to the ground, the poor have a better understanding of the needs of those around them. It could be that those who have the least money have a more profound gratitude for life itself. And---gratitude stirs generosity.
 
The widow’s giving has a certain recklessness to it. She might have kept one coin for herself, but she gave them both to God’s work. According to the story, real giving has a kind of outlandish quality to it, an excessiveness, regardless of the amount. Jesus praises the widow for her sacrifice, her excessive generosity. 
 
In my imagination I have a feeling that the widow said a prayer as she placed those two coins in the offering: “Thank you, God, for this opportunity to give.”
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